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Despite having far-reaching power, Venezuelan President Hugo Chavez has made little progress in
resolving the social and economic problems of the country's poor majority. Recent suggestions that
the president might declare a state of emergency brought opposition even from allies and caused
a rupture in his Polo Patriotico coalition. Although the president still enjoys enormous popularity,
recent polls indicate that Venezuelans are not satisfied with government efforts to reduce poverty,
unemployment, crime, and corruption.
In late April, the daily El Universal reported that the Asamblea Nacional, dominated by deputies
from the governing alliance, passed only one of the 15 bills it considered in the first three months
of the year. The paper also reported that, five months after the Asamblea gave the executive special
powers to enact 46 bills, it had only acted on five.

President says he might decree a state of emergency
On April 25, Chavez asked the legislature, the Tribunal Supremo de Justicia (TSJ), the attorney
general, and the comptroller's office for additional power to attack corruption and the social
and economic crisis in the country. Responding to the criticism that his administration has not
accomplished much in two years in office, Chavez called on the members of his party to relaunch
the "Bolivarian revolution," and he urged the legislature to speed up debate on the bills needed to
reactivate the economy.
In early May, the administration suggested that Chavez might declare a state of emergency, under
which some constitutional guarantees could be temporarily suspended, to combat corruption and
rising crime. The president's opponents and some of his allies said the move was unnecessary. The
Enabling Law (Ley Habilitante), passed last November, gave the executive extraordinary powers for
one year to enact social, economic, and financial laws (see NotiSur, 2000-11-10).
"I think it's absurd. We must reject this," said Allan Brewer Carias, a constitutional lawyer who
helped draft the new Constitution. "There is nothing that justifies a state of emergency except the
government's incompetence."
The president has clearly been frustrated in recent weeks by the slow progress of his revolution.
"The social situation in the country is very serious," he said in a late-night televised address on May
11. "I am seriously thinking about it. If someone asked me about the probability of declaring a state
of emergency, I would say the probability is getting higher." His statements brought strong criticism
from political opponents, and some allies from the Movimiento Al Socialismo (MAS) concurred.
The opponents accused Chavez of plotting to assume dictatorial powers to force through his project
for a peaceful revolution. President's party breaks with MAS On May 8 Chavez's Movimiento V
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Republica (MVR) said it was going to "review" its relationship with its main parliamentary ally, after
prominent MAS members criticized the possible state of emergency.
Among the comments that angered the MVR, MAS Deputy Carlos Tablante said that "a true
democracy is impossible if all the power is concentrated in one leader." Tablante also said Chavez
does not need a state of emergency because he already has enough power to deal with Venezuela's
problems. MAS's support was key in passing the Enabling Law. The party has belonged to the Polo
Patriotico coalition since it decided to back Chavez's 1998 presidential candidacy.
On May 10, the MVR formally announced it was breaking off relations with MAS because of the
"opportunist and destabilizing discourse" of some of its leaders. Analysts said the majority held by
the MVR and its allies in the 165-seat Asamblea Nacional would not be seriously threatened, since
as many as 13 of the 21 MAS deputies would likely continue supporting the president.
Leopoldo Pucchi, secretary general of MAS and former labor minister in the Chavez administration,
said he backed the president's program for change, but his support was dependent upon a "change
of direction" in the attitude of the president. He said the president should use dialogue as a political
tool, end the ongoing period of transition in favor of institutionalizing the new regime, and improve
the administration's performance in areas such as the fight against corruption and the efficacy
of social programs. Pucchi said MAS had asked Chavez in January to initiate a dialogue with the
middle class and with the productive sectors of the country, whose cooperation is necessary if the
government is to achieve its socioeconomic goals.

Opposition still looking for leader
In late April, Eduardo Fernandez, leader of the Comite de Organizacion Politica Electoral
Independiente (COPEI), said at a meeting in Rio de Janeiro that his party is looking for "a civil and
democratic alternative" to the Chavez government. The former presidential candidate and longtime
secretary general of COPEI said the party would take the first steps at the party congress in June.
"We will try to construct a civil, democratic, popular, and progressive alternative to the comedy
of errors that has existed in Venezuela since Chavez took office," said Fernandez. He said that,
under Chavez, Venezuela "has gone back to the days that we thought were gone of government
by messianic caudillo," and it has become mired in a process of rapid institutional deterioration.
"[Chavez] promised less poverty, and today we have much more than before; he said there would
be more security, and the streets are more dangerous every day; he promised jobs, and only the
informal labor sector is growing; and he assured us that he was going to do away with corruption,
but today it seems like there has never been more," Fernandez said.
Meanwhile, former presidential candidate Francisco Arias Cardenas announced his new political
party on May 20, which, he said, aimed to unite the opposition against Chavez. Arias, who
participated with Chavez in the 1992 failed military coup, said the Union para el Progreso will
promote and channel anti-Chavez opposition in all sectors of society, including universities, trade
unions, churches, and the military. Arias said Union will work with other opposition groups, and
its doors will be open to those who want to participate in preserving freedom and democracy. Arias
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was trounced in his bid for the presidency against Chavez in the July 2000 election, despite the
explicit backing of the media and the business community and the implicit support of institutions
such as the Catholic Church.

The church criticizes Chavez
Relations between the government and the Catholic Church have been rocky since Chavez took
office. In mid-April the church warned that the government was in danger of becoming totalitarian.
Baltasar Porras, archbishop of Merida and president of the bishops conference (Conferencia
Episcopal Venezolana, CEV), said in an interview published in the daily El Universal that the church
has also criticized the excesses of "neoliberalism and savage capitalism," but to "fight for the poor
while destroying their possibility of ceasing to be so is a contradiction." "Two years are enough for a
government to come up not just with plans but achievements," Porras said. He also criticized what
he called a "process of Cubanization," with numerous "cultural, sports, and organizing events that
have for their goal and panacea the Cuban system."
On May 16, the CEV again criticized the Chavez government in its report to the Consejo Episcopal
Latinoamericano (CELAM) meeting in Caracas. The CEV's blistering appraisal accused the
government of "administrative incompetence and cronyism." It questioned whether real democracy
exists in Venezuela and said Chavez had failed to keep his campaign promises to reduce poverty,
crime, and unemployment.
Minister of the Presidency Diosdado Cabello responded to the bishops' criticisms, saying that when
the hierarchy divests itself of its privileges, "I will begin to listen to the relative message that the
government is not attacking poverty." But the following day, Cabello held out an olive branch,
saying the government wanted to dialogue with the church to avoid future conflicts.

-- End --
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